CONCURRING STATEMENT OF
COMMISSIONER AJIT PAI
Re:

Implementation of Section 224 of the Act, WC Docket No. 07-245; A National Broadband Plan
for Our Future, GN Docket No. 09-51.

In February, when the Commission scrapped the twenty-year bipartisan consensus that we should
allow the Internet to flourish unfettered by government regulation, it was clear that decision would
discourage investment in broadband networks, especially in rural America. And we’ve already seen
marketplace evidence that Internet service providers are pulling back.
One reason: the rising cost of pole attachments. Before Internet service providers (ISPs) can offer
service to customers, they must string fiber optics, coaxial cables, and other wires on utility poles and
through underground conduit. The rates for such attachments are determined by one of two formulas set
forth in section 224 of the Communications Act. The first applies to “cable television systems” and has
been historically lower (the cable rate). The second applies to “telecommunications services” and has
been historically higher (the telecom rate). By reclassifying Internet access service as a
telecommunications service, the Commission gave utilities the go-ahead to charge the higher telecom rate
to cable and other non-telecom ISPs, costing American consumers up to $200 million a year1 in higher
prices and slowing the deployment of high-speed broadband.
Today, the Commission starts to repair some of this damage by lowering the telecom rate to the
cable rate. That’s a good thing for all broadband providers and their consumers.
But our work here is not done. For one, the Order may be vulnerable in court because the legal
rationale for this new, lower rate is rather odd. To achieve its result, the Order interprets the word “cost”
in the telecom rate2 to mean whatever percentage of capital and operating expenses is needed to equate
the telecom and cable rates for any number of pole attachments.3 So if there are five pole attachments,
the Order interprets “cost” in the telecom rate to mean 66% of capital and operating expenses; if there are
two pole attachments, “cost” means 31% of those expenses.4 The Order’s interpretation of the same word
(“cost”) in the same provision (the telecom rate) to mean different things in different circumstances
appears to violate the canon of consistency.5 And the result that the two statutory formulas always arrive
at the same rate appears to violate the canon against surplusage.6
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For another, even after the Order, ISPs and their customers will be paying too much for pole
attachments. That’s because the new telecom rate still includes payments for the capital expenses of the
pole owner even when the pole owner has already recovered them separately.7
As such, I would have preferred a different course. I believe the word “cost” in the telecom rate
should be read to exclude all capital expenses. This interpretation would lower pole attachment rates
even further, reducing broadband prices and spurring deployment. And it would comport with the canons
of statutory construction, interpreting the word “cost” consistently regardless of the number of pole
attachments and ensuring that neither the telecom rate nor the cable rate is surplusage.
Because the Order does not adopt this interpretation, I can only concur, holding out hope that the
courts will allow us to mitigate the higher pole attachment rates that the reclassification order made
possible.8
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